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THE MInew ESSAGE FOR GOVERNORS ANp OIATE LEGISLATORS:
"THE MINIMUM COMPETENCY,APPROACH,CAN”BE BAD FOR THE HEALTH OF
HIGHER EDUCATIgN®
Gregory R. Anrig
Edizafs. resident °
Educationaj Testing Service

Wants to strengther student ang institutiona] performance. |f we

> We will get 1ittie

improvement ang a lot of Standardization in higher education.

this can happen if we are not carefyj. Elected State leaders have

been in thg forefront of schgyi reform in the 1980s.  Much to thair
credit; educational standards for schools ang teachers have been
raised and Student pérfdfﬁéncé is imprbViﬁg at the elementary ang
secondary Jeve
Elected stats leaders are now focusing their attention on
higher educatigp. It is important for them to recognize how
constructive change for higher educatigp must differ frgp; that
initiated for the schools. Many state leaders already are
sensitive tg this, but it might be helpfyl o elected officials if

It would be gz mistake to say "Ny that we have establisheq

“y4 state minimum competency standards for the schools, let's gg the

same for higher education, There are four reasons why this
externally imposed approach would be a mistake.,
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The respons1b111ty for setting instructionaj
standards and academic policy in public as
well as private higher education historically
has rested with the 1nst1tut1ons and, within
the 1nst1tut1ons, with the faculty. 1If
efforts to improve student performance are to
work, the 1nst1tut1ons must be stimulated to

act. Government cannot do it for them

Highér,educat1on is concerned with miuch

more than minimum competencies. To:equaoe
h1gher education with such minimums is to
contradict and undermine its very purpose.
Gaining consensus on the "essentials"

of a h1gher education is more complex than

in the schools because of the d1vers1ty of
academ1c, professional, and career programs
that students select. Such agreement is
essential for any general assessment program
to be successful within or across 1nst1tut1ons
in a state. The d1vers1ty of 1nst1tut1ons -=
commun1ty col]eges, State co]]eges, and

major research universities =-= adds to this
complex1ty State boards of higher education
in a few states such as Maryland and

New Jersey are attempt1ng to develop this
consensus. Their experience can prov1de
useful gu1dance, but each state must go
through its own process of involvement if

a workable consensus is to be achieved.



o Tests alone cannot evaluate institutions.
Just as no test or combination of tests can
capture the quality of a state legislature,
or a church, or a musaum; or a hospital; so
too with a college or university. Informed
human judgment, based on many sources of
information, is essential.

I recognize the pressires on elected officials to promote
accountability for educational standards in a per1od of fiscal
constraint and economic compétition. (Before coming to ETS, I was
commissioner of education under three Massachusetts governors.)

I believe, however, that the pressiures are different for higher
education than they have been for schools. There is no public
outcry for change comparab]e in 1ntens1ty to that experienced by
the schoo1s through the 1970s -- largely fired by a 1ong term
decline in student test scores. Unlike students in e]ementary and
secondary schools, students who attend a college or univerzity do
so vo1untar11y rather than under a compu]sory attendance law.
They have some choice in the kind of institution they attend.

If d1ssat1sf1ed they can (and do) transfer to another public or
pr1vate institution. Because of these d1fferences, the primary
focus of higher education reform can be on what is the most
effect1ve,way to strengthen standards, rather than on what is the
quickest way to reSpond to very restive voters. There is enough

time to do it right.

The bottom-1ine reason not to adapt to higher education the
minimum comoetency approach states have 1eg1s]ated for schools is
that 1t won't work. The state interest is not in document1ng
performance but in improving it. What are the characteristics of



an assessment approach for h1gher ecucation that is more 1ike1y to
work and improve? Here are some suggestions:

o It will focus not on minimums but on higher
levels of mastery - mastery of the knowledge

and skills associated with success in the
chosen field of study and in adult life.

The specific know]edge and skills will be
1nst1tut1ona11y determined by facu]ty

responsible for de»e]op1ng these 1earang
outcomes. These can and will differ among

1nst1tut1ons

The process emp]oyed for deve10p1ng the

are app11ed will be aimed at 1nstruct1ona1
and individual improvement: Assessment will
be an integral part of instructional
improvement rather than a separate function
with its own purpose;

Facu]ty and stiudents will feel that the

approarh and its results are useful to them
and help them improve performance.

® Assessment wili not be synonymous with
test1ng While test results may be part
or the 1nformat1on assessed; an assessment
should not be 1imited to them. A wide
range of data -- common]y available a: most
institutions == will be anclyzed as part of
an overall assessment (e. g., retention rates,
grades earned, graduation rates, student and
alumnii surveys, post- graduat1on placement
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data, existing data on undergraduszse and
graduate admission tests, 1ibrary usage,
performance within majors, significant

student accomp11shnents, wr1t1ng samples,; work
portfolios; etc.). To minimize intrusion on
instructional t1me, existing data and samp11ng
techn1ques will be primary sources of
information.

Elenentary and secondary schocls are organized around a set of
common purposes. Foremost among them is to help all students
deve]op a core of basic academic skills, whether or not they plan
to go oun to college. Undue emphasis in h1gher education on
standard1zed tests of e]ementary skills may detract from the
institutions' central pr1or1ty to develop higher academic know]edge
and advanced skills. Relevant test results can be used as part of
a broad institutional assessment program, but that program should
include other information pertinent to judging 1earn1ng outcomes in
order to improve curriculum, 1nstruct1en, placement, and adv1s1ng.

Within this context, what then can be recommended for state
action to strengthen academic standards in higher ediucation?

F1rst, consider using the "bully pulpit" of your office to
highlight the need for action at the institutional level.

Governors and legislative leaders a]ready are in the forefront of
such campaigns in several states. Second, state incentive grants
for .nstitut1ons of h1qher education can stimulate the institutions
to initiate their own efforts to Jtrengthen educational standards.
In ETS's home state. New Jarsey Governor Thomas Kean has initiated
such a cha]]enqe grant program and some recent awards have been to
develop campus-tased assessment programs and fo]]ow-up he]p to
students. Th1rd consider Join1ng with your state's higher
education govern1ng boards and regional accreditation association
in co]]aboratlve]y sponsoring conferences and workshops for faculfy
and administrators to learn more about traditional and innovative

8
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efforts to bolster standards in your state and elsewhere. Such
joint efforts also can help develop the consensus necessary for an
effective assessment program. Fourth, provide recognition for the
positive initiatives of institutions within your state that are
leading the way.

I recognize the reality of political timetables versus those
for change in higher education institutions. The chair of one
higher education committee in the legislature of a major state
recently remarked that the mood among her colleagues was “"If we
don't test, we won't tax." This pressure, though real; must be
resisted if the goal.is effective improvement of standards. If
éxpediency prevails; the result can severely damage the educational

resource that higher education represents to your state
economically and socially. Shortcuts to Stronger standairds in
colleges and universities can reduce diversity and promote
conformity in higher education. No governor or legislator in the.
country wants that to happen:

The hext few years may prove to be one of the most exciting
periods in the recent history of higher education. This will
réquire strong and sansitive 1eadership, the kind of 1eadership so
evident in many of the state efforts for educational reform during
the first half of the 1980s. The challenge will be for that
leadership to find new and unique ways that will work for higher
education. These can and should differ fiom those that have been
used for the schools:



